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Abstract 
The research presented in this paper is motivated by the following action research question: How can digital storytelling in a 
junior elementary school classroom (Grade 5-6; ages 10-12) enhance engagement in writing as well as the motivation and ability 
to create higher quality writing? In particular, What happens as students move beyond the novelty or entertainment effect (i.e., 
their predictable initial excitement) of new technology to adoption in their everyday classroom literacy activities (i.e., reading 
and writing)? This paper summarizes a two-year study and focuses on the unpredicted findings embedded in the classroom 
teachers’ instructional approaches. 
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Introduction 
This article summarizes classroom research spanning two academic years, from April of 2010 to June of 2011. 
This study follows a Grade 5-6 class and their teachers in a small elementary school in Northern Ontario, Canada as 
they used new technology to create digital stories. Engagement levels and the quality of written and digital products 
are used to measure the success of the project.  
The specific focus here is on how students and teachers moved beyond the entertainment or novelty effect in 
Year 2. Discussion is organized around two questions: 
First, did the students remain engaged and show improvement in their use of new programs introduced in Year 1? 
To determine this, teachers’ observations were used along with assessment of finished digital storytelling projects 
from Year 2 were compared with results from Year 1. 
Secondly, did the overall quality of the digital stories improve in Year 2? Final products were assessed by the 
researcher using a rubric that assigned levels to such things as script development (see Figure 1) and an overall 
level; anecdotal comments were also included. Year 2 assessments were compared to the previous year’s 
assessments using the same rubric.  
The paper outlines the following unpredicted findings: 
• The success of the (initial) teacher’s approach, which was to learn new technological programs alongside her 
students;  
• The way more traditional ‘hands-on’ learning experiences were not abandoned, but used to enhance the digital 
stories themselves;  
• Productive use of cooperative grouping strategies, ensuring that all students were successful; 
• In Year 2, the teacher and students went beyond their initial excitement using new laptops with new programs to 
create stories that were more sophisticated technologically;  
• In Year 2, six of nine of students who were with non-participating teacher in Year 2 showed significant progress 
in story development; that is, they produced stories that were richer and more elaborate than initially assessed 
(Parr & Campbell, 2012). 
In short, the study provided evidence to support the assertion that using digital technologies can, and does, have a 
positive impact on student engagement and on the quality of their writing. 
1. Background Rationale 
Questions about how technology affects engagement in learning and achievement in the classroom have been 
examined for the past few decades:  
 
In  1983, Richard E. Clark famously argued that media have no more effect on learning than a grocery truck has 
on the nutritional value of the produce it brings to market. He also warned against the temptation to compare 
media conditions to nonmedia conditions in an attempt to validate or justify their use.  Features of instructional 
design and pedagogy, he argued, provide the real active ingredient that determines the value of educational 
experiences. Others, like Robert Kozma (e.g., 1991, 1994) and Chris Dede (e.g., 1996), have argued that 
computers may possess properties or affordances that can directly change the nature of teaching and learning. 
Their views, by implication, encourage the study of computers and other educational media use in the classroom 
for their potential to foster better achievement and bolster student attitudes toward schooling and learning in 
general. (Tamin et al, 2011, p. 5) 
 
The article goes on to say that “the debate about technology’s role in education has not been fully resolved” 
 (p. 5). The research presented here is a specific classroom example connected to the broad question about education 
and technology. This research helps to address the big question by asking whether (and how) technology can affect 
engagement and achievement in student writing.   
The connections between poor student engagement in literacy tasks and low achievement on classroom and 
standardized tests are well documented (Brozo, Sheil, & Topping, 2007).  Previous studies of student engagement in 
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classroom writing indicate that we can engage young adolescent students when they feel involved, are stimulated 
intellectually, and are also supported academically to develop the skills and knowledge that they need (Ryan, 2008). 
A “multiliteracies” or “new literacies” pedagogical approach offers promising opportunities to achieve such goals 
(Lankshear & Knobel, 2006). The use of newer technologies allows greater interactivity and control over the nature 
of student writing and the ways in which it can be presented.  
A specific example of a new technology is digital storytelling, which has been found to be engaging for both 
teachers and students (Dockter, Haug & Lewis, 2010). Teachers have found multimedia-rich digital stories to be 
powerful learning tools for instruction across curricular subjects. The beneﬁts may be even greater when students 
have the opportunity to create their own digital stories (Robin, 2008).  Digital stories combine student-produced 
images such as photos, drawings or other visual art, voice narration, and music to tell a personal or informational 
narrative. Unlike stories written in the traditional way with pencil and paper or with word processing, digital stories 
are similar to short films with a continuous narrative line. 
The use of multimedia for the creation of digital stories has been shown to have a positive effect on motivation 
for “struggling writers” to create and complete written products. One such study suggests that struggling writers 
may be motivated by digital technologies “because they are more literate in new literacies and employ these to 
scaffold traditional literacy” (Sylvester & Greenidge, 2009-10, p. 294).   Other studies of the uses of digital learning 
environments in classrooms demonstrate an increase in “voluntary student writing, and improved standardized 
achievement scores on writing tasks” (Warren, Dondlinger, & Barab, 2008). 
2. Context and Research Methods 
The study took place in a rural school in Northern Ontario, Canada, where students had not been performing well 
in writing, based on standardized and school-based assessments. The director of the school board commissioned this 
researcher to work alongside the classroom teacher to study to effects of using digital storytelling as a tool to 
enhance writing engagement and performance.  
Using an action research methodology, this study examined the effects of introducing multimedia digital 
technology on student engagement and writing achievement in a Grade 5-6 (and Grade 7 in Year 2) classroom. In 
the initial year, 24 students comprised the research group. In Year 2, there were 21 students (3 students had moved 
to another school). Of the 21 remaining students, 12 were in the same classroom with the initial teacher (Teacher A) 
– having been promoted from Grade 5 to Grade 6 – and 9 students were in a Grade 6-7 (ages 11-13) classroom with 
a new teacher (Teacher B). 
Growth was measured through specific indicators, including writer self-perception, time spent on task, and task 
completion. Data collection included observations, interviews, a writer self-perception scale, print and digital 
writing samples, and writing evaluations (both standardized2 and school-based). The students were also tracked 
throughout a second academic year, with an emphasis on progress and achievement in digital story writing. 
The context included the introduction of a mobile Mac lab. The assumption that engagement would increase as a 
result was not made without examination. We wanted to know how we might go beyond initial superficial 
amusement or entertainment to produce deeper, longer-lasting effects. In order to answer this, we began a focused 
investigation of how young writers engaged in writing using technology. The specific research question, developed 
by Teacher A and the researcher was: How can digital storytelling enhance engagement in writing and the 
motivation and ability to create higher quality writing? 
3. Findings 
Predictably, the engagement question was easier to answer than the achievement question: using digital 
technology for the creation of multi-media productions of stories did have a demonstrably positive affect on 




 Please note that the question of the possible effects of this project on standardized test results is not addressed in this paper. Since it would 
involve comparing two distinct forms, viz., digital writing and traditional writing, it requires its own complex investigation. 
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In addition to the lure of fun technology, there were other influential factors, for example, the use of a hands-on, 
collaborative learning model. The performance or achievement question is a more complex one. Factors such as 
what type of writing was involved (traditional or digital), how written products were assessed, and the instructional 
approaches of the classroom teachers all played their roles. For present purposes, the focus is on digital stories, with 
one baseline assignment in the form of a storyboard that was hand-written and illustrated. 
3.1. Year 1 Summary: 
Based on previous research, three factors were identified as indicators of engagement: 
• Seeing oneself as a good writer, measured by a Writer Self-Perception Scale (WSPS) (Bottomley et al., 1997) to 
get a picture of how students perceive themselves in terms of improvement, self-confidence, being interested in 
writing, voluntarily spending time writing, etc.; 
• Time spent deeply involved in the task (VanDeWeghe, 2009), using teacher observation comparing a writing 
assignment undertaken before the introduction of digital storytelling programs with later digital stories; 
• Task Completion of digital story projects as compared with non-digital stories. 
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The quality of the stories was assessed using a rubric (Level 3 descriptors are shown in Figure 1) with categories 
for script development (organization and content), titles and transitions, graphics, voice and sound, and engagement 
in the task. A rubric scale of 1 through 4 was used for each indicator, where Level 1 indicated ‘Beginning’; 2 
‘Developing’; 3 ‘Accomplished’; and 4 ‘Exemplary.’ A score (out of 20) was totaled to indicate overall quality. 
Baseline writing (before digital) consisted of “storyboard” style narratives, written and illustrated using a cartoon-
style series of boxes, with hand drawings, speech bubbles, and narration captions. This allowed comparison between 
the two forms in terms of script development, or organization and content, as well as use of graphics and 
engagement levels. 
According the WSPS results for Year 1, most students (86%) viewed their own writing skills and progress in 
writing in the low to average range. The survey was re-administered at the end of the project in Year 2. In Year 1, it 
was too soon to speculate about how writer self-perception influenced engagement and achievement. 
The most dramatic improvements involved the levels of engagement as indicated by time spent on task and 
completion of projects. Initially, 17 of 24 (70%) students were able to stay on task. When engaged in digital 
storytelling, this increased to 23 of 24 (96%). Task completion rose from 19 of 24 (79%) to 24 of 24 (100%). 
The initial storyboards (non-digital) showed in general a clear focus on story problem and establishment of 
setting. The development of story (plot) with a full story line and resolution of the story problem was relatively 
weaker. On average, they achieved Level 2, showing “Evidence of the three-part structure (introduction, middle, 
end) is present, but the sections are not developed fully. The story line is disorganized. There is some development 
of characters, plot, and setting but additional detail is required for a clear understanding of the author’s intention. 
The viewer must use considerable effort to understand the story structure.” (Campbell, 2011) 
The latter area for growth (script and plot development) indicated modest improvements when the move was 
made to the digital format. The digital stories themselves were quite short (1-2 minutes in duration), not allowing 
room for complicated or extended storylines. It is worth noting that the two students who produced a full script for 
the narration of their digital stories before recording the voice-over produced the most fully developed final product 
(Level 4). 
The area of greatest improvement occurred in the category of use of graphics: 16 students of 24 students showed 
an increase of at least one level, moving from Levels 2 to 3. This seemed to indicate an area where engagement with 
the technology did enhance the quality of the final product. 
After analyzing the findings from Year 1, the classroom teacher and researcher, along with the school principal, 
decided to focus on the following key factors in Year 2: 
• Evidence of growth in the use of technology for digital storytelling (including, but not limited to the use of 
iMovie) 
• Development of the quality of the stories themselves, as indicated by a developed structure using Beginning-
Middle-End (BME), an identified story problem, and well-defined characters. 
• Evidence of growth in “confidence” and improved opinions of themselves as writers. (Post-test of WSPS end of 
Year 1 and compared with Year 1) 
 
Figure 1: Rubric Level 3 (Accomplished) 
Script Development: The script contains three sections. The introduction, the middle, and the end (Beginning, Middle, End, or BME) are present 
and offer developed plot, characters and setting.  Understanding the author’s intention and story structure requires no additional effort. 
Title and transitions: Title and transitions are effective and consistently formatted. However, at times the choice of transition or its timing 
detracts from the story presentation or is distracting.  
Graphics: Photos/artwork represent the topic, but may not be matched to or supportive of the story line of the script. Most selected photos/art are 
of excellent quality.  
Voice and Sound: The speaker's voice can be heard at the appropriate volume (without distortion). Reading of the script is somewhat expressive, 
appropriately paced, and practiced, with few repetitions or pauses. Music is appropriate and not overpowering. 
Engagement: The student usually uses class time wisely while working toward personal best. Teacher or group member redirection of student 
attention is minimal. 
(Source: Campbell, 2011) 
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Figure 2: Rubric for Script/Organization of Content 
Level 1: Beginning Level 2: Developing Level 3: Accomplished Level 4: Exemplary 
The script is not well 
developed.  
There is little evidence of a 
clear story line with plot, 
characters and setting.  
Considerable additional detail 
is required because the viewer 
must infer the author’s 
intention while struggling to 
understand the story structure.  
 
Evidence of the three-part 
structure (introduction, middle, 
end) is present, but the sections 
are not developed fully.  
The story line is disorganized.  
There is some development of 
characters, plot, and setting but 
additional detail is required for 
a clear understanding of the 
author’s intention. The viewer 
must use considerable effort to 
understand the story structure. 
The script contains three 
sections. The introduction, the 
middle, and the end are present 
and offer developed plot, 
characters and setting.  
Understanding the author’s 
intention and story structure 
requires no additional effort.  
 
The script contains three 
sections. The introduction, the 
middle, and the end are well 
developed with supporting 
details. The author clearly 
identifies the plot, characters, 
and setting and they are well 
integrated. 
Understanding the author’s 
intention and story structure 
requires no additional effort.  
 
3.2. Year 2 Summary 
3.2.1. Use of Technology 
During Year 2, anecdotal observations by the classroom teachers, the researcher, and a research assistant 
indicated that the majority of students had become comfortable, skilled users of the technological programs offered 
by the MacBooks. They were using various programs for writing assignments and research projects, and iMovie for 
digital storytelling. On one occasion when the researcher visited, one student suggested using Photo Booth to snap a 
picture of a single text image needed by more than one student. Other students followed suit, and incorporated their 
images into their writing. In interviews, many of the students commented favourably on using MacBooks when 
writing so that they could use Spellcheck. They were observed making frequent use of revising and editing features 
of word processing as well as digital programs. 
During Year 2 of this study, it was observed that all students were comfortable with and skilled in using 
multimedia effects to produce creative iMovie projects. 
3.2.2. Development of the quality of the stories themselves, as indicated by a strong Beginning-Middle-End (BME) 
structure, an identified story problem, and well-defined characters 
The same rubric was used to assess all stories collected. As in year 1, story development was assessed as 
“Script/organization of content” – the first descriptor in the rubric (see Figure 2). The stories were given a score out 
of 20, and a level from 1-4. Final samples collected at the end of year 2 were compared to year 1 samples. For 
comparison purposes in terms of story quality, we focused on the samples from the 17 students who had completed 
and submitted all three assignments over the two-year period.  
Using the 17 (X3) samples available for all three stories we found the following changes to script/organization of 
content levels: 6 of 17 (35%) students improved by one or more levels; 7 of 17 (41%) students stayed at the same 
level; 4 of 17 (23.5%) students went down a level. In terms of overall level, 15 of 17 (92%) students improved and 2 
of 17 (12%) students stayed at the same level. 
In other words, most students (88%) improved in the overall quality of their stories when they were assessed for 
Titles and Transitions, Graphics, and Voice and Sound, along with the quality of the Script. The three factors other 
than script development are the very features, of course, that characterize digital stories as distinct from traditional 
stories. This might lead one to assume that 11 students became skilled with the technological features of digital 
storytelling, while their basic story writing skills did not show similar growth over time. On the other hand, 6 
students did improve in the latter category, and 7 remained at the same level (one of these students was already 
performing at Level 4).  
It is worth noting that the students from the original group, who were in Grade 6 in Year 1 and in Grade 7 in Year 
2, showed significant improvement, both generally, and specifically in script quality, or story development. Six of 
the nine students achieved Levels 3 or 4. Although the focus of this study was primarily on those students in Grade 6 
in Year 2 (so that standardized test results could also be examined), it would be worth tracking this group to 
investigate their development as writers.  
391 Terry A. Campbell /  Procedia - Social and Behavioral Sciences  69 ( 2012 )  385 – 393 
3.2.3. Evidence of growth in “confidence” and improved opinions of themselves as writers, using post-test of WSPS 
in Year 2 compared with Year 1 
The WSPS indicates writer self-perception, or how writers see themselves in terms of progress (general and 
specific – GPR and SPR), how they compare with their peers (OC), how they feel others view them (SF), and how 
they feel when they write (PS). In Year 1, most of the students (86%) viewed themselves generally in the low to 
average range; only 2 students scored themselves in the average to high range. In Year 2, 14 students increased their 
scores in general, with significant differences in how they viewed themselves in terms of GPR (general progress), 
OS (Observational Comparison), SF (Social Feedback), and PS (physiological states). 
Most students in the study (78%) demonstrated improvement in how they perceived themselves as writers. Only 
33% at the end of the study rated themselves in the low to average range. They rated themselves higher in general 
and in specific progress in their writing (GPR and SPR): My writing is better than before; I put my sentences in 
better order now. They felt they compared more favourably to their peers (OS). As well, they felt they were viewed 
more favourably by the people around them (SF): Other kids think I am a good writer; My family thinks I write 
pretty well; My teacher thinks I am a good writer. Finally, they felt better about the actual process of engaging in 
writing: I enjoy writing; Writing makes me feel good. 
4. Further Observations and Interpretation 
The findings for Year 2, where most students perceived themselves as better writers, thought others saw them as 
good writers, and reported that they now enjoyed writing are significant. It stands to reason that we engage more 
willingly in an activity we feel good about. If that activity is visible to the community we are part of, that is, our 
classroom, school, family, and outside-school networks, how others view us is crucial. Why did they improve in 
their opinions of themselves as writers? To answer this question, we must look more closely at what happened in the 
classroom. 
Going back to the overall question of engagement, we considered time spent on task and task completion as 
indicators. In the initial year of the study, 17 students out of 24 (70%) stayed on task with minimal teacher re-
direction during the first (non-digital) writing task. During the digital storytelling task, 23 of 24 (96%) stayed on 
task with minimal teacher re-direction. All 24 completed a digital story during this time period. During the second 
year, when 21 students of the original 24 remained in the school, the teachers reported that 20 of 21 (95%) stayed 
focused on the task when working toward digital story completion. Twenty of 21 (95%) completed at least one 
digital story. 
At first glance, it looks as though engaging in digital storytelling had a positive effect on the levels of 
engagement, as measured in this study. Other studies told us this, and we predicted that this would happen, but let’s 
look below the surface at the factors at work with these particular students in the context of their classrooms. 
First of all, we need to look to the classroom teachers, focusing primarily on Teacher A, who was involved in 
both years of the study. When digital storytelling was first introduced, Teacher A and her students viewed the digital 
storytelling project as a collaborative effort. Several key teacher decisions, factors that were not predicted, had a 
strong influence on the outcomes. 
Teacher A made three conscious decisions that made the teaching and learning experiences more powerful for 
her and for the learners: 
• First, she decided to learn new technology along with her students, rather than attempt to become a full expert 
before introducing it. This approach provided effective modelling and daily opportunities for interactive learning.  
• Secondly, she stipulated that no Internet images would be used in the digital stories: the learners would have to 
create their own images through hand-made artwork and/or photography.  
• Thirdly, the learners worked in cooperative groupings to create their multimedia artwork, hand-written or typed 
scripts, and small group dramatic presentations, which were photographed and recorded, and then integrated into 
the final digital stories. Integral to this collaborative workshop model was time allowed for peer talk for sharing 
ideas and providing feedback (Campbell & Hlusek, 2009). “Studio time” was built in for presenting works in 
progress as well as finished products, culminating in a school-wide “Share Fair” to which the community was 
invited. 
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The interactive, collaborative learning approach that combined the hands-on with the technological in a social 
setting, with performance built in, ensured that every learner succeeded in producing and presenting at least one 
digital story during that first year. 
In Year 2, Teacher A decided to focus on building the students’ technological savviness so that their digital 
stories were produced with more sophistication and refinement. One way she approached this goal was to provide 
guidance and demonstration (by herself and student experts) for using revising and editing features of the programs 
effectively. At the same time, she maintained the cooperative learning model adopted in Year 1, along with 
classroom-created media (visual art, drama, photography).  
Teacher B was not involved in the initial year of the study, but he had read the report and decided to focus on the 
development of narrative writing, that is, the development of the quality of the stories themselves, as indicated by a 
well-developed structure, an identified story problem, and well-defined characters. He instructed and guided 
students to write a well-structured script, with a clear BME structure, story problem identified through narration, and 
characters revealed through dialogue. In order to maintain focus on the story itself, he directed the students to draw 
their own graphics by hand and incorporate by scanning them into their digital stories. Furthermore, he stipulated 
that they include a minimum number of frames (18) in their organizational storyboard. 
In Year 2, high levels of engagement were maintained in both classrooms. Although one less student submitted a 
digital story at the end of the project, the general levels of engagement as measured by the WSPS and time spent on 
task either improved or were maintained. 
It was not the purpose of this study to compare the two teachers or their instructional approaches; however, the 
question inevitably arises: Was there any discernable effect of the two different approaches? The results showed 
improvements in both groups of students. Since each teacher did state that their focus in Year 2 was different, it is 
worth considering how the finished products compared. Briefly, the digital stories in Teacher B’s class did not 
display the technological sophistication of Teacher A’s class; however, their narratives were significantly longer and 
better developed.  
One student, in Grade 6 in Year 1 (with Teacher A), and Grade 7 in Year 2 (with Teacher B) is worth describing. 
He was a student who, in the initial year of the study, struggled with the non-digital storyboard or cartooning task 
for writing a story, and had difficulty with the digital storytelling task. He maintained that he was “not a good artist” 
and was at times disruptive, needing frequent re-direction. In Year 2 of the study, he produced a long, 18-frame 
storyboard and a beautifully produced digital story with original artwork, music, and outstanding narration for his 
well-written story. He progressed well in year 1, moving from a score of 9.5/20 to 14/20. In Year 2 he scored 20/20. 
His report card grades in writing went from C+ and B- in Year 1 to an A at the end of Year 2. It would appear that 
continued participation in digital storytelling, a medium he was not initially comfortable with, combined with 




5.1. Did digital storytelling enhance engagement?  
Using the three measures of:  time spent focused on the task, task completion, and positive writer self-perception, 
the majority of the students in this study demonstrated higher levels of engagement in the digital storytelling project, 
compared with non-digital writing tasks, and improved significantly over their relatively low levels of self-
confidence in Year 1. 
5.2. Did the students create higher quality writing? 
In most cases, students produced higher quality products over time. Most of the students involved in the study 
showed a gradual improvement in the levels of story writing, based on the criteria identified in the rubric. This was 
especially so for the digital stories, where we compared the Year 1 stories with the Year 2: 12 out of the original 21 
(58%) increased their scores, producing longer, more sophisticated digital stories.  
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5.3. How did they go “beyond entertainment” with technology? 
The success of the project in terms of engagement and the production of higher quality digital stories was initially 
the result of creative interactions between a skilled, confident teacher and her students, combined with the 
introduction of digital storytelling technology. High levels of engagement were maintained in Year 2, with 
significant improvements in how the students perceived themselves as writers. Further to this, several students 
enhanced their narrative writing skills due to their teacher’s instructional decision to emphasize story development. 
In other words, students and teachers succeeded in going beyond the novelty or entertainment effect (i.e., their 
predictable initial excitement) by maintaining the motivation to improve technological skills in order to produce 
more sophisticated digital stories, by continuing to work within a collaborative atmosphere, and by enhancing 
fundamental story-writing skills. In these ways, the teachers were able to intensify or maintain the engagement of 
their students and support improvements in the quality of their writing.  
This study shows how effective teaching in combination with the use of technology to engage in digital 
storytelling can contribute significantly to student engagement, including improved writer self-perception and 
confidence among young adolescent and pre-adolescent writers. In addition, there is evidence that digital story 
writing contributes to overall writing performance in the classroom. 
5.4. Questions to explore further: 
What effect did the social context of engaging in digital storytelling have on the classroom and on individual 
learners? What were the other effects of the teachers’ instructional approaches not fully explored here (e.g., the role 
of community presentation or performance as a culminating activity)? 
Can the writing skills developed through digital storytelling carry-over or transfer into traditional writing, 
typically required by standardized assessments? Of the 12 Grade 6 students involved in this study who participated 
in standardized testing at the end of the two years, 7 remained at the same level as their writing scores in Grade 3; 3 
improved by one level (2 to 3); while 2 students went down one level (3 to 2). This merits further study; in 
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